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del Duomo; and the familiar view which daily met Giovanni's
eye from the windows of his house must have been that of
the slowly-rising walls and dome of the cathedral, begun
so long before, and intended by Florence to be grander than
any yet built.

By the year 1400 Giovanni di Bicci was a man in middle
age, gracious in manner, retiring in disposition, and much
respected by all around him. He has received very little
notice from historians, but he was the author of various im-
portant works for the benefit of his countrymen and for the
encouragement of art. He was distinguished for his ability
as a financier, and for his "prudence" (the quality always
specially admired by the Florentines), and had made him-
self highly popular with the people by the liberal way in
which he spent his wealth for the public benefit, and by his
constant readiness to be their champion in the never-ceasing
struggle against the nobles. Being regaidless of fame or no-
toriety, it is only here and there in the history of the time
that notice of him is to be found. Moreover, during his life-
time the chief influence in Florence was possessed by the
Albizzi family,15 who, notwithstanding the law affecting the
nobles, managed (chiefly by influencing the elections) still
to exercise power. Meanwhile Giovanni was laying the founda-
tions of a family which was ere long to obliterate all memory
of the sway of the Albizzi.

The first occasion when we find him specially mentioned
is in the year 1401. In the picture of the Florence of that
age one point has still to be noted without which that pic-
ture would not be complete, namely, the terrible outbreaks
of the plague which again and again devastated the city
in those days, keeping the thought of death and the here-
after ever present in the minds of all men. And our story
opens in the midst of one of these awful visitations, and
again, as in 1348 and so many other occasions, large num-
bers of all classes were being daily Carried off by this terrible
disease. In this distress Florence determined on a costly